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retched Individuals “Out of a population of twenty millions of
people supposed to be in France, there are nineteen millions more wretched,

more accursed in every circumstance of human existence, than the most

{ate

b conspicuously wretched individual of the whole United States.”

The First Estate—the clergy—had remained
much the same, but the gap between the wealthy
churchmen and poor churchmen had grown even
wider. While most parish priests remained poor,
other members of the Church were much richer
and more powerful. The Catholic Church was
the official church in France and had great power.

So said the American minister to France,
1omas Jefferson, who spent four years in France
serving conditions. Jefferson exaggerated. The
10st conspicuously wretched” people in the
nited States were black slaves, who lived far
orse than did French peasants.
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The Second Estate—the nobility or
aristocracy—had changed a good deal more
than the First Estate. For one thing, it was
no longer a warrior class. Although most

In eighteenth-century France, everyone
belonged to one of the three social classes,
called Estales.



army officers were nobles, there was no longer a
need for armored knights to battle with invaders.

Overall, nobles owned 20 percent of the land.
Some were poor, and most had only modest
wealth, but a few were extremely rich, hiring
managers to look after their property while they
lived luxuriously in Paris or at the royal court
at Versailles (ver SIGH), near Paris. Nobles had
many exclusive privileges. For instance, even the
wealthiest among them often didnt pay raxes,
except perhaps in wartime. Aristocrats were the
only people allowed to hold the highest offices
of the Church, the government, and the military.
Although by the late 1700s many aristocrats were
willing to give up some of these privileges, in
return they expected the king to grant them
more political power.

The First and Second Estates had a common
interest—holding on to their wealth and power.
That meant keeping things pretty much the way
they were, unless, of course, they could weaken the
king and get a little more power for themselves.

The Third Estate had changed
most of all since feudal times, and it

had the most reason to want more
change. Everybody who did not belong
to the First Estate or the Second Estate
belonged to the Third Estate. That in-
cluded about 98 percent of the people! In
feudal times the Third Estate was made up
mainly of peasants. But by the eighteenth
century, a large middle class had developed.
There were still millions of peasants, but
there were also doctors, lawyers, business
people, merchants, manufacturers, writers,
government workers, and craftspeople. Anyone
who was not a clergyman or an aristocrar fell
into this category.

Classes Within the Third Estate

All of the classes within the Third Estate had
reason to be unhappy with the ancien régime.
They had spent nearly the entire eighteenth
century under the rule of an absolute monarch,
and many felt it was time for a change.

Sansculottes wore long trousers and red
wool hats. They supported the revolution.

The wealthiest group in the Third Estate v
the bourgeoisie (boorzh wah ZEE). Some we:
as rich as nobles, and they dressed like nobles, 1
powdered wigs, silk stockings, and tight-fitting
knee breeches called culottes (coo LOTS). But

matter how rich
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they were or
how well they
dressed, the
bourgeoisie
could not claim
any of the privileges of the nobility. A few of ¢
very wealthiest could purchase noble status. Th
rest were looked down upon by the nobility. Mc
had to pay taxes (though some bought exemp-
tions). No matter how smart they were or how
hard they worked, they could never be promote
to the highest ranks in the Church or the army.

By the cighteenth century, the bourgeoisie
had built up a deep resentment against the aris-
tocracy. After all, the bourgeoisie argued, they
were the ones who supplied most of the money,
engaged in trade, and generally did the work of
building the wealth of the country. Many aristo-
crats did litde but sit at court, collect their rents
and waste time and money in silly games. And
yet these idle, useless aristocrats had the nerve to
look down on the middle class!

Despite their resentment, the
bourgeoisie generally lived a
comfortable life, far berter than
the other classes of the
Third Estate.

The urban work-
ing classes within
the Third Estate
were nearly as poor
as the peasants. They
were the stonemasons,
furniture makers,
butchers, weavers, ser-
vants, and other workers.
Poorly paid, they lived in
miserable, cramped housing
and existed mainly on



>ad, eating as much as three pounds a day per
rson. A shortage of bread meant that many

:nt hungry. The urban workers, especially in
1is, became known as the sansculottes (literally,
nose without knee breeches”) because they wore
ng trousers. Later they wore red woolen hats to
ow support for the revolution.

ife of a Peasant
The peasants of France were better off than
casants in most other European countries. But
1ey were the poorest members of the Third
state, and the ones who paid the most taxes.
hese were the “wretched” individuals
‘homas Jefferson wrote about.

Imagine that you are a young girl,
laughter of a poor peasant family in
sighteenth-century rural France.
What would your life be like?

First of all, your house is very
small, with a dirt floor. Your father
keeps it that way. If he made any
improvements to your house, it
would be worth more, and he
would have to pay higher taxes.

Most of your time is spent working in the
field and garden and taking care of your younger
brothers and sisters. The fields and garden don’t
produce much, just barely enough grain to keep
the family in bread. You used to have to milk
the cow and put the cow manure on the field for
fertilizer. But last year the crops failed and your
father sold the cow for food to feed the family
through the winter. But it wasn’t quite enough,
and you and your brother were sent up to the
main road to beg for food.

You heard your parents talking the other
day—they were upset because your brother was
about to turn seven. That too would mean more
taxes. Your family has to pay a special rax—a salt
tax—for every member of your household seven

and older.

On Sundays you go to Mass at the village
Church. The priest is generally kind, but your
parents are still angry that they have to pay a
tithe of 10 percent of what they carn to the

The poor peasant is benl over from the burden
of financially supporting the clergy (hatless) and
the nobility.

Church. They say that most of the money goes
to the abbort, who already has plenty.

Yesterday some men came and took your
father away. Your mother said it would be okay
—he was going to work on the main road to
Paris, which needed repair, but he would be back
in a few days, or maybe a week. Several other
men from the village had to go too. Your father
doesn’t get paid for his work. Working for the
government for free is a kind of tax, called a
corvée (KOHR vay), your mother says. But the
family is lucky. At least they didn't take your
father away to the army, which happened to
some men in the next village. Most of those
men never came back to their families.

At night your mother sometimes tells stories
about her childhood. She grew up in this village,
and her childhood was a lot like yours is now.
You sometimes wonder if things will ever change.
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1 All-powerful King

Louis XIV was the most powerful monarch
Europe and the perfect model of an absolute
narch. Louis XIV sincerely believed that he

s God’s representative on Earth and that he
ed by divine right. He was only 23 when he
nounced that he would be his own chief min-
ar. This was an unheard-of step for a king,.
ngs usually let someone else do the hard day-
-day work of running things. Louis regularly
it in long workdays governing his kingdom. He
lieved he was more than just the ruler of the
we. “1 am the state,” he boasted.

The king wanted to break the power of his
sbles. He had learned his lesson early. Louis had
:come king when he was only four years old, in
543. When he was ten, powerful French nobles
»se up against the crown and took control of
aris. The uprising failed, but it left a mark on
1¢ young king—he learned to dislike Paris, and
e became determined to keep the nobles under
is thumb. He had a solution to both problems.

liew of Versailles
Previous kings had lived in the royal palace
»f the Tuileries (TWEEL ree) in Paris. But

ouis built the magnificent palace at Versailles,

11 miles outside Paris. The palace was as long
as seven football fields and was surrounded by
grand gardens noted for more than a million red
and yellow tulips. The palace contained more
than 1,000 rooms, including a library, a theater,
council rooms, and spacious apartments for the
king and queen.

The most striking feature of Versailles was
the Hall of Mirrors. One long wall consisted of
17 tall windows overlooking the gardens. The

opposite wall held 17 huge, gold-framed mirrors.

At night, the room was lighted by 32 crystal
chandeliers holding thousands of wax candles

whose light was reflected in the mirrors. Versailles

was the center of the cultural world of France
and the envy of every monarch in Europe.

Louis insisted that the most powerful nobles
—who had often rebelled against previous
kings—Ilive at least part of the year at Versailles.
There he dispensed his favors, and these nobles
became dependent on him. Many turned into

idle, corrupr flatterers, gamblers, and gossips.

During Louis XIV’s 72-year reign, France
l)ccﬂmt’ one Of [h{." Imost [)r()sper()uﬁ ELIR)[){.‘;!I}
nations and a center of European culture. Under
him, art and literature flourished. However,

The Palace of Versailles was built by King Louis XIV. It was the royal residence of Bourbon kings
for almost 100 years. Taxing the peasants made this luxurious lifestyle possible.
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Louis XV became King of France when he was
only five years old.

Louis became involved in long and costly wars.
When Louis XIV died in 1715, he was the most
powerful ruler in Europe. But France was deeply
in debt, and the people cheered at the news of
his death.

Louis XV: “After Us, the Deluge!”

Louis XV was the great-grandson of the Sun
King. Louis became king when he was only five
years old. But Louis XV did not have the quali-
ties of the Sun King. He was ineffective and
more interested in having fun than in doing the
hard work of governing. Louis claimed the role
of absolute monarch, but in practice he was un-
able to control his ministers. During his reign of
almost 60 years, France continued to become in-
volved in costly wars, including the French and
Indian War (known in France as the Seven Years'
War), in which France lost its colonies in North
America and India.

Like his great-grandfather, Louis XV kept

his court at Versailles, becoming more and more

isolated from his people. As a boy he was knov
as Louis the Well Beloved, but by his death
he was as thoroughly hated by the people as
Louis XIV had been.

Louis XV continued the policies of heavily
taxing the poor and spending extravagantly. He
knew that he was leaving France in a financial
crisis and that terrible problems might follow |
reign. His mistress, who also knew that things
needed reform, remarked, Apres nous, le déluge
(ah PRAY noo luh DAY looj), which means
“After us comes the flood.” She was right.

A Young Prince

On August 23, 1754, a baby boy was born
at the palace of Versailles. A courier was sent
to King Louis XV, who was at his other palace,
to announce the birth of his grandson, Louis
Augustus. The courier never arrived. He was
thrown from his horse and broke his neck.
Perhaps it was an omen, for the baby boy would
grow up to be King Louis XVI, the last absolute
monarch of France, who would one day be

beheaded in a bloody revolution.

Louis XVI was kind and generous, but he ha
trouble making decisions. He was more interestec
in hunting than in the affairs of the country. In
spite of his flabby waist and his nearsightedness,
Louis was a skilled and fearless hunter. He kept
a derailed account of each hunt, totaling the
number of stags, deer, and wild boar that he had
killed. He also counted up, by month and year,
the number of game birds that he had shot.

Once off his horse, Louis was shy and awk-
ward. It was a moment in history when France
needed a strong and courageous leader, but Louis
was neither of those things. He was an ordinary
man, not especially bright or talented or bold.
He was not suited to the tmes.

When Louis was 15, he married the beautiful
14-year-old Marie Antoinette, daughter of the
Austrian empress Maria Theresa. Louis adored
and indulged his wife. Five years later, Louis and
Marie Antoinette took the throne. “I feel like the
universe is going to fall on me,” Louis said when
he became king. And, indeed, it eventually did.



